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Jesus' conversation about ancestry continues in John 8:39-47. His opponents claim 
Abraham as their father. Jesus challenges their claim by teaching that true children 
of God would accept his Word, emphasizing that their actions, affections, and 
answers to his message expose to whom they truly belong. In this short and sharp 
discourse, Jesus delineates between two families with three tests of sonship. This 
paternity test will determine between those who belong to God's family and those 
who possess the DNA of their true father, the devil. 

1. The test of works (vv. 39-41a)
Jesus begins by pointing to his opponents' works: "If you were Abraham’s children, 
you would be doing the works Abraham did" (v. 39). In Genesis, we read how 
Abraham responds to God's call in faith and obedience. As one commentary sum-
marizes: "God commanded Abraham to go in Genesis 12, and Abraham went. God 
commanded Abraham to circumcise himself and his household in Genesis 17, and Abraham 
did so. God commanded Abraham to sacrifice Isaac in Genesis 22, and he did just as he was 
commanded. Abraham believed, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness (Gen. 15:6). If 
this crowd were composed of Abraham’s seed, they would be receiving the words of Jesus 
and believing."1 The Jews' desire to kill Jesus contradicts their claim to be Abraham's 
children, revealing that their ancestral claim does not match their actual spiritual 
condition. 

READ Matthew 7:15-20; 1 John 3:8-10

DISCUSS  Why are our works such a revealing test of our spiritual identity?

2. The test of love (vv. 41b-42)
Jesus then turns from their works to test their love. He states, "If God were your 
Father, you would love me"(v. 42). Theologian Richard C. H. Lenski asserts there is 
an inseparable connection between love for the Father and the Son: "Doubly these 
Jews would recognize and love Jesus if they were God's children: once as their relative, 
come from their God to them; again as their benefactor on his saving mission from God to 
them. His very person and his very work so mark Jesus as 'from God' that any contact with 
him at once opens the hearts of God’s true children."2 Their lack of affection for the Son 
authenticates their paternity. 

READ  John 13:34-35; 1 John 5:1-2 

DISCUSS  What do these passages teach us about how love for Jesus is expressed 
and recognized?

READ 1 John 2:3-6; John 14:15

DISCUSS  Why is obedience evidence of geniune relationship rather than 
external religious behavior? (cf. 1 Samuel 15:22)

3. The test of hearing (vv. 43-47)
Verses 43-47 examine the religious leaders' response to Jesus. On multiple 
occasions Christ's opponents have heard him speak, but they refuse to receive 
what he says because his words expose the truth they cannot bear to hear (v. 43). 
So Jesus cuts to the chase: "You are of your father the devil"(v. 44). He then 

1, 3James M. Hamilton Jr. and Brian J. Vickers, John–Acts, Vol. IX. 2019, Wheaton, IL. Crossway. 170 
2R. C. H. Lenski, The Interpretation of St. John’s Gospel. 1961, Minneapolis, MN, Augsburg Publishing House. 646
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describes their family resemblance: Their father is a murderer and a liar. They 
desire to kill him, as well as are hostile to the truth. Lenski explains why their 
inability to hear and believe Christ's words is the final test for sonship: "Truth 
always demands faith; this is the very law of our concreated moral nature. To reject the 
truth because it is the truth is to turn devilish. These Jews, bent on doing the lusts of their 
father, the devil, trample truth under their feet. As sons of the father of lies, their souls 
have an affinity only for lies; they believe only liars and lies."3

READ  John 10:3-5, 14, 26-27 

DISCUSS  What does Jesus say characterizes those who belong to him?

READ James 1:22

DISCUSS How does James’ distinction between hearing and actually responding 
help us understand what Jesus means by "hears the words of God" in 
verse 47?

NOTES

CONTINUING THE CONVERSATION

PRAYER SPOTLIGHT

Christ Our Victor
Jesus’ words in John 8:44 remind us that Satan is a real and formidable enemy. He 
is a liar, an accuser, and a murderer who seeks to turn us away from the truth. Yet 
Christians need not live in fear of him. Christ has defeated the "ruler of this world" 
(John 12:31) and has delivered us from the kingdom of sin and death into his 
Kingdom of Life. The following excerpt from Philip Bartelt’s article, Talking to the 
Devil, reminds us to take Satan’s opposition seriously while resting firmly in the 
victory we have through Christ: 

"Despite the devil being our great adversary, continually attacking the saints, and 
ever vigilant to destroy us, we have an even greater one who fights for us. If the 
devil is a trickster, we have one who has out-tricked the devil. If the devil is great 
and powerful, we have one who has bound the strong man. If the devil is an 
accuser and murderer, we have one who rightly accuses and kills off the devil. 
This is none other than Jesus Christ...In this spirit, Martin Luther writes:

When the devil throws our sins up to us and declares that we deserve death and  
 hell, we  ought to speak thus: ‘I admit that I deserve death and hell. What of it?  
 Does this mean that I shall be sentenced to eternal damnation? By no means. For I 
 know One who suffered and made satisfaction in my behalf. His name is Jesus  
 Christ, the Son of God. Where he is, there I shall be also.

As much as Luther calls Christians to a sober belief in the devil, he also calls them 
to a firm and steadfast faith in Christ. This Christ is our defender, advocate, and 
savior from all evil powers. When the devil attacks us and tries to convince us 
that his accusations are the truth, we ought to shove in his face the one who is 
Truth."4

4Philip Bartelt. Talking to the Devil. 9/9/20. 1517.org. https://www.1517.org/articles/talking-to-the-devil
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